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4 If there is one overarching point to be learned in Behold, America: A History of America
First and the American Dream it is that American political history tends to repeat itself.
Sarah Churchwell aptly demonstrates this propensity through a systematic chronology
of  the  politically  charged  terms  “America  First”  and  the  “American  Dream.”
Churchwell concentrates on bringing to light the emergence and early history of the
two phrases from 1900 to 1945. What is revealed is an engaging record of the origins,
transformations,  and  coalescing  of  these  idioms  to  suit  the  desires  of  citizens,
politicians,  political  factions,  and  hate  groups,  all  vying  to  define  and  apply  the
expression for their desired purposes. Churchwell makes clear that the impetus for this
research  was  sparked  by  the  presidential  campaign  and  then  election  of  Donald  J.
Trump. Trump’s famous statement about the death of the American Dream and then
incorporating America First into his campaign brought much attention to the original
meanings to these complex ideas. Behold, America is an effort to trace, through media
print history, the rise of the phrases throughout the American landscape. There are
various twists  and turns and unexpected associations from assorted sections of  the
population,  but  overall  Churchwell  deftly  narrates  an  intriguing  page-turner  that
briskly traverses the first half of the Twentieth Century in the United States with an
overarching view to Twenty-First Century American politics. 
5  The methodology Churchwell employs is fairly straightforward. Due to the intricacy
and the breadth of these two topics, Churchwell limits almost all of her material to one
type of primary source: newspapers. The second common source comes from political
speeches.  There  are  relatively  few  secondary  sources  and  almost  no  academic
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interpretations are integrated concerning the terms. Thus, the text is straightforward,
accessible, and direct historical narration. The digitization of thousands of newspapers
throughout the United States is certainly a significant factor in how Churchwell was
able to thoroughly search for each expression central to this work. Since no archival
materials appear to have been used, Churchwell likely relied heavily on websites like
Newspapers.com and databases like ProQuest for the small-town newspapers, along with
the online collections of The Wall treet Journal, New York Times, and Los Angeles Times, etc.,
for the national press. Searching for these two idioms results in thousands of hits on
each of  these sources;  so while  Churchwell  has not necessarily  uncovered anything
hidden from the average Internet user, what has been achieved is the massive sifting
through the chronological events to weave together the meaningful narrative. Behold,
America is not exhaustive (which is a good thing), thereby indirectly suggesting areas
for continued research. 
6  What we find with America First and the American Dream is that these idioms have
converged and diverged across the decades but can be linked in varying degrees to
three main issues of racism, democratic protectionism, and commerce. Like any dream
for the future, dreams change, and the American Dream has significantly altered from
its original general conception. For example, according to Churchwell’s evaluation of
news articles mentioning the American Dream in the first twenty years of the twentieth
century, the dream was not about economic advancement but more about a political
ideal (75). The dream neither began as a definitive idea about the United States, nor do
these early uses of the phrase cohesively match with present-day interpretations. On
the other hand, America First has been very much associated with isolationism and
nationalism. Churchwell reveals how these terms have been applied for ideals that at
times seemed very American while in certain other cases they would strike modern
Americans  as  antithetical  to  ideas  that  might  be  perceived  as  being  held  by  the
founding fathers. The America First perspective was often driven by external factors,
such  as  immigration  from  Asia  and  Europe  and  the  two  world  wars,  wars  that
numerous  Americans  opposed.  Those  against  immigration  and  involvement  in
European affairs often flocked to the America First groups, yet, as Churchwell points
out, certain clusters often became associated with “secret racism” (235), fascism, white
nationalism, and anti-Semitism. 
7 One prevalent facet that follows the varying American First  factions is  the issue of
racism and discrimination around the country, being exceptionally noticeable in the
southern  regions  of  the  United  States.  The  Ku  Klux  Klan  (KKK),  and  related
organizations, receive significant attention by Churchwell, especially concerning their
Nordic infatuation for the future of the country. The KKK claimed (incorrectly) that
they were one of the first to embrace the phrase America First in 1919 (91) and their
overt hostility and violence against minority groups was surprisingly accepted in large
sections of the country. Churchwell emphasizes the connection regarding the America
First stance and the blight of lynchings carried out in the south: particularly gruesome,
public  lynchings  that  were  widely  publicized and photos  of  which were  sometimes
turned into  postcards.  Illustrations  are  included in  Behold,  America,  and Churchwell
does not refrain from using the impact of hanging black bodies above crowds of smiling
white people. The lynchings of Jesse Washington (1916), Lige Daniels (1920), Thomas
Shipp (1930), and Abram Smith (1930), among others, are placed within the backdrop of
the America First movements during these decades. 
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8  The text is  divided into alternating chapters on the American Dream and America
First, with corresponding chapters focusing on the same periods to better understand
how each concept featured in the American public and was used by politicians. This
division is quite effective for presenting and discussing important public figures who
helped shape the historical trajectory of each idiom. Noticeably, several recurring and
important  persons  had  a  lasting  impact.  President  Woodrow  Wilson  (1856-1924)
appears in many sections and it is clear from speeches and newspaper articles cited
that Churchwell intends to compare Wilson and Trump. In 1915, Wilson gave a speech
in which he initially used the phrase “America First,” when discussing the possibility of
involving the United States in the Great War. After this point, America First became
known throughout the country. Churchwell does not portray Wilson in a positive light,
noting that it was Wilson who provided a showing of the film The Birth of a Nation (1915,
based on the novel The Clansmen written in 1905). This highly controversial film has
often been credited with rekindling the KKK, and therefore it is rather surprising that
it  was  the  first  film  shown  by  a  president  in  the  White  House  (62-63).  Two  other
recurring  figures  are  Dorothy  Thompson  (1893-1961)  and  Charles  Lindbergh
(1902-1974), a pair of very opposing voices in the media. Thompson is often considered
the “First Lady of American Journalism” and was highly influential in the United States
after spending years in Europe, becoming the first American journalist expelled by the
Nazis. In her column for the New York Tribune, Thompson voiced strong disapproval of
the America First movements and repeatedly drew parallels between it and the early
stages of Nazism. A constant target for Thompson was Charles Lindbergh who stressed
America First and urged the country to remain out of the second world war. In 1941,
Lindbergh had joined the America First  Committee (which also embraced American
Dream ideals),  touring the country and giving speeches.  His  extremism became his
eventual  downfall,  and  after  a  damning  attack  on  Jews  on  September  11,  1941,  he
became commonly considered, according to one newspaper, as “‘America’s number one
Nazi.’”
9  Literature also factors in the trajectory of the American Dream and America First.
Noting the importance of famed authors such as Upton Sinclair,  F.  Scott Fitzgerald,
John Steinbeck,  William Faulkner,  and Sinclair Lewis,  Churchwell  incorporates their
varied works to demonstrate that across the spectrum, the ideas surrounding these
phrases were (while not necessarily used verbatim within the novels) permeating all
aspects of American lives. Fitzgerald and Steinbeck exemplified the American Dream in
their most famous novels, The Great Gatsby (1925) and The Grapes of Wrath (1939), albeit
at very different periods of economic prosperity in the United States. Novels dealing
with the America First ideas include Upton Sinclair’s 100%: The Story of a Patriot (1920)
and, to a lesser degree, Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom! (1936). 
10  While events during Donald Trump’s election campaign and subsequent presidency
bookend Behold, America,  it is clear that Churchwell has intended the entire work to
highlight recurring historical tendencies in the United States. Churchwell has pivoted
these past events toward the current American political climate; depending on how
history unfolds, one concern with this approach is that twenty years hence the book
may appear outdated. The epilogue, entitled “1945-2017: Still America Firsting,” is a
whirlwind overview of the seventy ensuing years until the rise of Donald Trump. In this
final part, Churchwell makes some of the obvious connections that had been hinted at
throughout the previous chapters. As mentioned, there seems to be a strong parallel
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made between Woodrow Wilson and Trump, especially regarding their  positions on
America First, which Churchwell has demonstrated as being historically linked to white
nationalist ideals. While some of these correlations are informative and enlightening,
there is the sensation that Churchwell is suggesting that, in some respects, political
history continues to be repeating itself in the United States, meaning: it is no surprise
that we are here again in present day American democracy.
11  Overall, Behold, America is deserving of the public attention it has received. The book
has been called “timely” by numerous reviewers, but I question whether it will prove
enduring.  The work has a  biased tint,  but  one unarguably based on the words and
actions  of  previous  American  generations.  There  is  a  discernable  left-leaning
impression in the argument, and, likely, Churchwell will only be read by those who
share  similar  views.  As  mentioned above,  Churchwell  has  not  uncovered  new
information in this work; what has been superbly employed, however, is the formation
of  an  engaging  narrative.  Perhaps  the  most  striking,  shocking,  and  disturbingly
memorable elements of the book are not related to the politicians pushing an America
First agenda, or news columnists warning about fascism and Nazism on American soil;
what stands out through the decades covered in this book is the depth of racism that
permeated all levels of American society—from the White House to the layman’s house.
Historically,  the  American  Dream  and  America  First  ideas  are  drenched  in  racial
inequality, and according to Churchwell, Donald Trump continues—to some degree—in
a vein of political thinking and principles that perhaps too many Americans believed
the United States had moved beyond. 
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